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I n the current era of standards-based education, student self-assess- 
ment stands alone in its promise of improved student motivation and 
engagement, and learning. Correctly implemented, student self- 
assessment can promote intrinsic motivation, internally controlled 
effort, a mastery goal orientation, and more meaningful learning. Its pow- 
erful impact on student performance — in both classroom assessments 
and large-scale accountability assessments — empowers students to 
guide their own learning and internalize the criteria for judging success. 
In this article we will define student self-assessment and its importance 
in influencing student motivation and learning. We begin with a detailed 
definition of self-assessment, then review pertinent theoretical and 
research literature that supports the positive impact of student self- 
assessment in the classroom. Our intent is to show that, based on both 
theoretical and applied research and theory, self-assessment works, and 
that by applying a set of practical steps teachers can facilitate this kind 
of assessment and reap the benefits. 

What Is Student Self-Assessment? 

SeU-assessment could mean that students simply check off answers 
on a multiple-choice test and grade themselves, but it involves much more 
than that. Self-assessment is more accurately defined as a process by 
which students 1) monitor and evaluate the quality of their thinking and 
behavior when learning and 2) identify strategies that improve their 
understanding and skills. That is, self-assessment occurs when students 
judge their own work to improve performance as they identify discrep- 
ancies between current and desired performance. This aspect of self- 
assessment aligns closely with standards-based education, which provides 
clear targets and criteria that can facilitate student self-assessment. The 
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pervasiveness of standards-based instruction provides an ideal context in 
which these clear-cut benchmarks for performance and criteria for evalu- 
ating student products, when internalized by students, provide the 
knowledge needed for self-assessment. Finally, self-assessment identifies 
further learning targets and instructional strategies (correctives) students 
can apply to improve achievement. 

Thus, self-assessment is conceptualized here as the combination of 
three components related in a cyclical, ongoing process: self-monitoring, 
self-evaluation, and identification and implementation of instructional 
correctives as needed (see Figure 1). Essentially, students identify their 
learning and performance strategies, provide feedback to themselves 
based on well-understood standards and criteria, and determine the next 
steps or plans to enhance their performance. 


Self-Judgment 

Knowing progress 
toward learning targets 


Learning Targets and 
Instructional Correctives 

Implementing strategies 
to improve performance 



Figure 1. Student Self-Assessment Cycle 
The Self-Assessment Process 

Self-monitoring, a skill necessary for effective self-assessment, 
involves focused attention to some aspect of behavior or thinking 
(Schunk 2004). Self-monitoring students pay deliberate attention to 
what they are doing, often in relation to external standards. Thus, self- 
monitoring concerns awareness of thinking and progress as it occurs, 
and as such, it identifies part of what students do when they self-assess. 

A second component of self-assessment, self-judgment, involves 
identifying progress toward targeted performance. Made in relation to 
established standards and criteria, these judgments give students a mean- 
ingful idea of what they know and what they still need to learn (Bruce 
2001). The standards are benchmarks and the criteria are guidelines for 
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interpreting the level of performance students have demonstrated. The 
development and application of criteria in evaluating current perform- 
ance enable meaningful evaluations, as long as the criteria are appropri- 
ately challenging (Rolheiser and Ross 2001). According to Rolheiser and 
Ross, “Students who are taught self-evaluation skills are more likely to 
persist on difficult tasks, be more confident about their ability, and take 
greater responsibility for their work” (Section 5A). 

The third essential step is that students choose subsequent learning 
goals and activities to improve partially correct answers, to correct mis- 
understandings, and to extend learning. Because students at this stage 
need skills in determining learning targets and further instruction that 
will enhance their learning, they should be aware of options for further 
goals and instruction. Once the appropriate “instructional correctives,” 
as they are referred to, are complete, students resume self-monitoring. 

The growing literature on formative assessment has implications for 
self-assessment. Formative assessment can be defined as employing 
appropriate activities to provide feedback to enhance student motiva- 
tion and achievement during instruction — as students learn. Providing 
helpful information as learning occurs contrasts with providing feed- 
back solely after instruction. There is substantial evidence that appropri- 
ate formative assessment activities relate positively to student motivation 
and achievement (Black and Wiliam 1998). In addition, self-assessment is 
a valuable skill in effective formative assessment. Both Sadler (1989) and 
Black and Wiliam (1998) contend that self-assessment is essential to 
using feedback appropriately. Indeed, according to Black and Wiliam it is 
“a sine qua non for effective learning” (p. 26). 

A Theoretical Rationale for Enhancing Self-Assessment 

Theories from at least three areas of study provide convincing ratio- 
nales for nurturing and enhancing student self-assessment. These areas 
include 1) cognitive and constructivist theories of learning and motiva- 
tion, 2) metacognition theory, and 3) self-efficacy theory. 

Cognitive and Constructivist Learning and Motivation Theories 

Self-assessment is an essential component of cognitive and con- 
structivist theories of learning and motivation. Shepard (2001) points 
out that student self-monitoring of learning and thinking is important in 
the knowledge construction that lies at the heart of such theory. That is, 
students construct meaning, in part, by self-assessing prior to and during 
learning. Students organize, evaluate, and internalize when learning, and 
self-assessment is part of that process. They must connect new knowl- 
edge, understandings, and skills with what they have already stored and 
used. Self-assessment fosters students’ ability to make these connections 
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themselves; provides a mechanism to enhance learning in a meaningful, 
rather than rote, manner; and results in greater student motivation and 
confidence. 

The goal-theory perspective on motivation represents a cognitive 
theory about how students internalize different types of ability goals and 
the effects of those goals on self-assessment, persistence, and achieve- 
ment. The research has focused on two types of goals: mastery goals 
and performance goals (Dweck 1996). 

• A mastery goal is one in which the student focuses on the task at 
hand and what needs to be done to improve knowledge, under- 
standing, and skill. With this orientation, students reach mastery 
through such cognitive processes as thinking, self-monitoring, and 
generating solutions. Additionally, students will tend to immerse 
themselves in the task and continually check their progress. 

• In contrast, performance goals focus on the outcome and whatever 
can be done to ensure the outcome; the final score or grade receives 
more attention than attaining improved understanding. This orien- 
tation promotes negative self-concepts about ability to perform and 
reinforces conformity to what will best ensure a positive outcome, 
which becomes more important than process or actual improve- 
ments in understanding and skills. Obtaining the required score and 
being judged “proficient” are more important than learning. 

A performance goal makes the monitoring and evaluation of learn- 
ing external; mastery goals make the process of monitoring and evaluat- 
ing, to some extent, internal. Self-assessment is integral to a mastery goal 
orientation, for it is a skill that enables students to know how well they 
are progressing in their knowledge and skills. Conversely, a performance 
orientation relies on the teacher and others to schedule learning tasks, 
to determine success or failure, and to evaluate the final product. 
Improving self-assessment skills promotes a mastery orientation, with all 
the positives of that process. 

Metacognition 

Metacognition, which has been widely investigated and reported in 
both educational and psychological literature, involves the capacity to 
monitor, evaluate, and know what to do to improve performance. This 
includes conscious control of specific cognitive skills such as checking 
understanding, predicting outcomes, planning activities, managing time, 
and switching to different learning activities. It is a set of skills that relate 
positively to increased achievement, and such skills can be taught to stu- 
dents (Schunk 2004). The metacognitive literature provides theory and 
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empirical evidence that supports both self-monitoring and self-evalua- 
tion as two of many possible metacognitive skills. 

Self-Efficacy 

Self-assessment plays a significant role in developing self-percep- 
tions that lead to greater motivation. It is well established that student 
engagement depends upon students’ self-efficacy beliefs — perceptions 
of their ability to do well on a specific task, and the value of doing well 
(Pintrich and Schunk 2002; Schunk 2004). Self-efflcacy involves students 
estimating what they can do and the likelihood of successful perform- 
ance. Such self-perception develops gradually as students connect their 
successes and failures to factors they believe have caused the result. It is 
important to emphasize the influence of situation and context upon self- 
efficacy. Self-perceptions of competence are part of self-efficacy and 
refer to beliefs about general ability or knowledge and skills to do well 
(e.g., “I’m good in math” or “I do well in science classes”). Students with 
high expectations are more likely to persist; those with low expectations 
often avoid tasks or give up (Brophy 2004). Positive self-evaluations 
encourage students to commit more resources to continued study and 
set higher goals in the future (Schunk 1995). 

Students need to self-assess to know when they are learning, how 
much effort they must expend for success, when they have been suc- 
cessful, when they are wrong, and which learning strategies work well 
for them. Accurate self-evaluation enables students to see what they 
have mastered and identify what needs further work. Students who 
experience success with moderately difficult and challenging tasks will 
attribute their success to ability and effort rather than to external attri- 
butions such as luck or help from other students. Making these internal 
attributions is, in turn, based on the ability of students to self-assess and 
self-evaluate. This knowledge helps students develop self-efficacy for 
future performance in similar tasks. 

Implications for Practice 

For classroom teachers, student self-assessment develops an aware- 
ness of which metacognitive strategies to use and when to use them. 
Teachers and students learn these skills when they establish clear learn- 
ing goals and articulate evaluative criteria that enable students to assess 
their own work. Those practices engage students as they actively partic- 
ipate in the learning process and become more connected and commit- 
ted to the learning outcomes. Student self-assessment also mandates that 
teachers learn to pass the evaluative responsibilities to their students by 
scaffolding and modeling goal setting, evaluation, strategy adjustment, 
and reflection. (Scaffolding, whose purpose is to shift responsibility to 



student Self-Assessment 


the students, requires teachers to step back and serve as a coach and 
consultant as students learn from their own experiences [Joyce, Weil, 
and Calhoun 2005].) Additionally, students who believe that they can 
successfully complete a task are more motivated and engaged. Teachers 
should therefore maintain high expectations of performance as students 
establish goals and work through their self-evaluations. That way, stu- 
dent self-assessment in the classroom establishes clear learning targets, 
defines evaluative criteria, provides tools for assessment, and allows time 
for reflection. 

Clear Learning Targets and Criteria 

Establishing clear learning targets helps students understand what 
they should learn and participate in developing evaluation criteria and 
quality benchmarks (Bruce 2001). According to the research by Schunk 
(1989) and Zimmerman (1989), students achieved more when they set 
specific goals for themselves. Those studies show that student perform- 
ance can be improved simply by having students self-report their learn- 
ing. Students must also understand the process goals of reaching the 
established learning objectives, since they are more satisfied with their 
performance when they can evaluate their work; providing clear steps 
enables them to reach their goals and results in higher levels of self-effi- 
cacy (Kitsantas, Reiser, and Doster 2004). Teachers can allow students to 
make choices from a predetermined range of activities, which individu- 
alizes instruction while allowing students to work at their appropriate 
levels. Restricting the range of choices ensures that the activities align 
with the curriculum and balances the cognitive challenge with opportu- 
nities for success (Pintrich and Schunk 1996). In addition, providing 
evaluation criteria through rubrics, models, or anonymous exemplars 
helps students concretely understand outcomes and expectations. They 
then begin to understand and internalize the steps necessary to meet 
the goals. However, not all rubrics are equal: to promote learning they 
should indicate levels of proficiency, not just scores for grades (Bruce 
2001). That information can provide learning benchmarks along the 
way. Such awareness of the learning process is the first step in training 
students to gauge their own performance as an informational, rather 
than a judgmental, matter. 

Self-evaluation 

Once students understand the goals and criteria, they must have 
opportunities to evaluate their own performance and make adjustments. 
Teachers should use this opportunity to convey the concept that mas- 
tery is controllable and that the goal is knowledge attainment, not just 
task completion (Pintrich and Schunk 1996). Using domain-specific 
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goals and subgoals, combined with positive attributional feedback, will 
increase students’ persistence toward the greater goal (Schunk 1996) as 
they feel the sense of accomplishment that comes from applying effec- 
tive learning strategies. 

Finally, students must be able to make adjustments to their work 
prior to graded evaluation. At this point students react to feedback and 
adjust their strategies, typically through rubrics, rating forms, or visual 
organizers. These concrete self-evaluation methods provide objective 
feedback and identify specific areas of strength or weakness. The feed- 
back serves as a form of item analysis that can he further used to guide 
instruction and better meet the students’ needs. 

Reflection 

Reflection is a critical part of the self-evaluation process. Reflection 
helps students think about what they know or have learned while they 
identify areas of confusion, so they can create new goals. Evaluating 
what they learned, what they still need to work on, and how they can 
get there can all support deeper understanding rather than superficial 
knowledge. Students benefit from explaining their work and their own 
evaluation of quality through reflective activities such as conferences, 
written correspondence with parents or peers, and written self-ref lec- 
tions or checklists. 

To help teachers implement student self-assessment in the class- 
room, Rolheiser (1996) identifies four stages of teaching student self- 
assessment (see Figure 2, next page). At each stage, initiating different 
levels of teacher and student involvement gradually gives students less 
structure and specific direction and more responsibility and freedom. In 
stage 1 , teachers involve students in determining criteria. Often students 
brainstorm ideas and negotiate with teachers to arrive at final criteria 
that are specific, immediately applicable, and moderately difficult. In this 
early stage it is important to use students’ language in naming and 
describing criteria. 

In stage 2 the teacher shows students how to apply the criteria to 
evaluate work samples. Providing examples of evaluated work helps 
students understand, specifically, the meaning of the criteria and how 
to use them. Students need to practice classifying products using the 
established criteria. Cooperative learning groups can effectively facili- 
tate this process. 

In the third stage teachers provide students feedback concerning 
their application of the criteria. At this point it is helpful if they show 
students qualitatively different products to illustrate how criteria are 
applied. This process requires feedback not about whether an answer or 
product is correct but rather about how well students understand and 
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apply the criteria. Discussion allows students to resolve questions and 
uncertainties about the criteria. Feedback should clearly relate to the 
criteria and, eventually, students should be able to initiate feedback 
themselves to justify their ratings and initiate a dialogue with the teacher 
about self-evaluation. 

The last stage involves identifying subsequent learning goals and 
strategies that can attain the goals. Initially, the teacher determines the 
goals and strategies; eventually students construct their own goals and 
strategies with teacher guidance. Thus, teachers fully integrate self- 
assessment into their teaching in stages 3 and 4, when they can give stu- 
dents feedback about self-assessments as well as future instructional 
goals and learning strategies. 


Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 4 


Level of 

Implementation 

Establishing 

Criteria 

Teaching 
Students How to 
Apply Criteria 

Providing 
Feedback to 
Students on 
Application of 
Criteria 

Setting Learning 
Goals and 
Strategies 

Beginning 

Criteria given to 
students for their 
reaction 

Examples of 
applying criteria 
given to students 

Teacher provides 
feedback 

Goals and 
strategies 
determined by 
teacher 

Intermediate 

Students seiect 
criteria from a 
menu of 
possibilities 

Teacher describes 
how to apply 
criteria 

Feedback 
provided by both 
teacher and 
students 

A menu of goals 
and strategies is 
provided by the 
teacher 

Full 

Students generate 
criteria 

Teacher models 
how criteria apply 

Teacher engages 
students in 
justifying their 
feedback 

Student 

constructs goals 
and strategies 


Figure 2. Growth Scheme for Teacher Implementation of Stages 
of Student Self-Assessment. Adapted from Rolheiser (1996). 


Rolheiser’s “growth scheme” is useful to check how often teachers 
use student self-evaluation and to determine any necessary improve- 
ments in the process. Modifications are needed at different grade levels, 
but even elementary students can understand and apply criteria to eval- 
uate their own and others’ work. For example, rather than emphasize 
direct instruction in helping students understand criteria, teachers can 
help students identify criteria by examining examples of good and not- 
so-good products. At lower levels teachers can simply provide a list of 
additional learning activities; higher-level students generate their own 
ideas about what they need to do. 




educational HORIZONS 


FaU 2008 


Student involvement in determining how to self-assess is particu- 
larly valuable. It enhances student motivation by providing a sense of 
ownership and responsibility. Engagement also increases intrinsic moti- 
vation to base performance more on competence and less on rewards 
for performance. 

Summary 

We believe that student self-assessment, defined as a dynamic 
process in which students self-monitor, self-evaluate, and identify correc- 
tives to learn, is a critical skill that enhances student motivation and 
achievement. In the current era of high-stakes accountability there is 
considerable pressure to focus only on student performance and to min- 
imize the extent to which self-assessment is taught, experienced, and 
encouraged. Self-assessment represents a process that every teacher can 
emphasize. As we have indicated, ample research and theory document 
the importance of self-assessment. When students set goals that aid their 
improved understanding, and then identify criteria, self-evaluate their 
progress toward learning, reflect on their learning, and generate strate- 
gies for more learning, they will show improved performance with 
meaningful motivation. Surely, those steps will accomplish two impor- 
tant goals — improved student seU-efflcacy and confidence to learn — as 
well as high scores on accountability tests. 
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